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Preface 
A. S. HOUSEHOLDER 
A year and a half ago, Hans Schneider asked me to join with Emeric 
Deutsch in editing a special issue of Linear Algebra and Its Applications to 
commemorate the seventy-fifth birthday of Alston Householder. My accep- 
tance would not have been as enthusiastic if I had known how great the 
response to our call for papers would be; the volume you are holding now is 
the first of two that comprise the special issue. The quantity and quality of 
the contributions reflect the esteem in which Alston is held by the commun- 
ity of numerical analysts and linear algebraists. 
Alston Scott Householder was born on May 5, 1964 in Rockford, Illinois. 
He spent much of his childhood in Alabama, returning north to enter the 
seventh grade, later to receive a B.A. from Northwestern (in 1925) and an 
M.A. from Cornell (in 1927). Both degrees were in philosophy, which is 
perhaps surprising in view of his later contributions; however, his interests 
had for some time been gravitating toward the sciences. During the next ten 
years, while he held various teaching jobs and started a family, he studied for 
a Ph.D. in mathematics at the University of Chicago, which was awarded to 
him in 1937. 
About this time, a group devoted to the application of mathematics to 
the biological sciences had crystalized around the personality of Nicholas 
Rashevsky. Today we are so accustomed to the idea of mathematical 
modeling, that it seems natural to investigate biological problems by 
mathematical means. But in 1937, when Alston joined Rashevsky’s Com- 
mittee on Mathematical Biology, the approach was new and untried. For 
Alston, this was the beginning of a period of extremely productive research 
in the mathematical biosciences; over the next ten years he published 34 
papers and one book on subjects ranging from neurophysiology to psycho- 
metrics to cell movement. This preface is not the place to make a detailed 
assessment of his work in this area; however, the comments I have from his 
contemporaries agree in judging its quality as very high. 
In 1947 Alston formed a group to become known as the Mathematics 
Panel of Oak Ridge National Laboratory, and in 1948 he was appointed its 
director, a position in which he continued till his retirement in 1969. The 
early part of this period was devoted to computer building-he played a 
major role in the design and construction of the ORACLE computer at Oak 
Ridge-and the preparation of his Principbs of Numerical Analysis. The 
appearance of this remarkably forward-looking book in 1954 marks the end 
of his apprenticeship in Numerical Analysis and his emergence as one of the 
leaders in the field. 
It is difficult to give a balanced description of Alston’s work in numerical 
analysis and linear algebra because he ranged so broadly; in fact two people 
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with different interests would no doubt disagree about what his most 
important contribution was. Here are some of the highlights. Having a 
natural predisposition for intellectual order, Alston was, more than anyone 
else at the time, able to see the relations among seemingly different algo- 
rithms. For example, his perception that many methods for solving linear 
equations are variants of Gaussian elimination unified an area cluttered by 
too much history. He pioneered the use of norms and, with F. L. Bauer, 
honed the theory to a fine edge. In particular, he was able to apply the 
theory of norms to unify diverse localization theorems for eigenvalues and to 
generate new ones. His book on the treatment of nonlinear equations is a 
definitive survey of an area that goes back to before Newton. He has 
bequeathed us the Householder transformation, one of the sharpest tools in 
the kit of the practicing numerical analyst. His work is characterized by a 
difficulty to achieve combination of generality and relevance; however 
pretty his theories may be, there is usually an application lurking in the 
background. 
Alston’s accomplishments as an organizer and a catalyst are as impressive 
as his technical contributions. He has been president of the ACM and SIAM 
and vice-president of the MAA. He has been the editor of too many journals 
to list here, including, incidentally, advisory editor of LAA. He was a regular 
lecturer at the Michigan summer conferences, which had great influence on 
numerical analysts of my generation. Finally, he organized the Gatlinburg 
Conferences on Numerical Algebra, a series of meetings whose impact on the 
area would be difficult to overestimate. 
After his retirement from Oak Ridge, Alston spent five years as a member 
of the Mathematics Department of the University of Tennessee, one of them 
as acting chairman. He currently lives in Malibu, California in a house 
overlooking the ocean, where he receives visitors with his well-known 
hospitality. If nothing else, this festschrift should demonstrate that he will 
never lack convivial friends, 
G. W. STEWART 
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